This book presents a synthetic theory of cultural values and history. It expands on a 2012 Behavioral and Brain Sciences target article by the authors, and includes replies to the commentaries. The theory is bold, extensively and rigorously supported, and suitably qualified. This theory needs to be incorporated into analyses of human behavior in a variety of disciplines in the behavioral sciences and history.
counterarguments fairly and thoroughly. They acknowledge that theirs is not the only theory to be invoked in explaining human behavior and values, and examine other theories about the effects of parasites on behavior. For example, they cite Low's (1990) correlation between polygyny and parasite stress, the theory being that where parasites thrive women strongly seek disease-free men, even men who are already married. However, many other factors, such as economic inequality between men and a low sex ratio, help explain the prevalence of polygyny. The threat of parasites is one of many selective forces shaping behavior, but one that demands more attention than it has received.
In keeping with the evolutionary approach, the authors provide a functional analysis of human values and history, as contrasted with Great Man historical theories, cyclic theories, economic theories, and theories that posit the existence of disembodied values adhered to for mysterious reasons. That is, the authors trace a variety of human behavioral tendencies to functional emotions such as disgust and fear, specifically of contamination. They regard values as products of individual selection in the sense that values that enhance the bearer's fitness will be favored, and those that reduce fitness will be abandoned. They place little stock in the idea that values will persist indefinitely out of tradition or sentimentality.
The flavor of the book can perhaps be conveyed by citing some examples of supporting evidence; a brief book review cannot do justice to the complexity of the theory. Some of these studies support the idea that exposure to infectious disease sensitizes people to the dangers of contamination. Stevenson et al. (2009) found that individuals with high contamination sensitivity and disgust had fewer recent infectious diseases. Schaller et al. (2010) reported that subjects who were shown slides of people with infectious lesions reacted with a heightened immune response. Thornhill and Fincher propose that exposure to disease activates both the immune system and behavioral prophylactic measures.
The link between parasite stress and endogamy can be explained by noting that exogamous mates may introduce new microbes. Endogamy would also conserve localdisease-fighting gene combinations that are passed on to offspring. In fact, animals and people generally exhibit moderate homogamy, which bolsters fertility, as by reducing miscarriage in people (Rushton, 1988) . Isolation of breeding groups, the authors assert, helps explain the panoply of cultural groups and species in warm climates fostering parasites. However, another factor in this diversity of populations is abundance of resources and ecological niches.
The conservative behavior of people exposed to parasite stress is illustrated in multiple ways. Where parasites abound, people travel shorter distances away from home (Cashdan & Steele, 2013) . US supporters of the conservative Republican party tend to have low thresholds for disgust. Racial prejudice was reduced by hygienic measures such as flu vaccination and hand washing. Religious affiliation, which reduces outbreeding, is associated with parasite stress. The emphasis on female chastity that characterizes conservative communities is traced to women's seeking to reassure a suitor that their attraction to disease-free men will be kept in check. However, Vandello and Hastings' (2012) alternative explanation, that chastity offers protection against sexually transmitted diseases, is more parsimonious. Conservatives' aversion to new ideas is consistent with philopatry; the Texas school board has prohibited the teaching of critical thinking skills. US conservatives' opposition to welfare programs can perhaps be understood by recognizing that these benefits are generally perceived as going to outsiders, particularly minorities.
The book implicitly calls for a historical science that gives full weight to various emotions that shape the behavior and cognitions of the members of a population. This theory may appeal particularly to those of us who see emotions as the primary drivers of voluntary behavior. These emotions, or motives, might include, in addition to disgust at potential contaminating agents, the seeking of food, water, and moderate temperatures; sexual attraction and aversion; nurturance and protection of mates and kin; and avoidance of the painful consequences of natural disasters and warfare. Such theories might help to bridge the chasm between the sciences and the humanities, and mitigate the skepticism of many in the humanities toward the sciences, and particularly toward evolutionary analyses of human behavior. This lengthy volume is very clear and well written, and free of typos. There is a subject index but no author index. The book is expensive. This is an important addition to many fields of knowledge. Scholars will find reading it challenging but eminently worthwhile.
